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ABSTRACT

Every 1nd1v1dual's needs will differ, and a
“unit/credit system must be designed with sufficient flexibility to
ensure that vhatever the individual's interest in Ianguage learning, -
‘the system caters to it. The thesis of this paper is that, while a
grammatical approach to language " teachlng cannot cater to it, a -
communicative approach can. A communicative approach asks essentlally
. two questions: What are . the types of language interaction in which .
the ‘individual is going to engage and wlth what purpose? This goes
beyond asking’ what the situations are in which  the. individual will
find himself. needlng the - language, although 51tuat10na1 dimensions
‘are important. Whereas the grammatlcal approach derives a teaching.
program: from. the form that utterances. have in 'a particular language,
‘the communicative approach is. concerned essentlally with: the content

‘vOf utterances. The paper further discusses the value and’ adv1sab111ty )

;of con51der1ng thls approach when formulatlng a- syllahus..(Author)
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Thz conventional approach to the d@SLWn of foreign language
- courses is largely a nrocess of taking the global 1anguame
breaking it down into digestible chunks and ordering them into
a seguence thet is 1htChdéc to facilitate acquisition. . The
- refinement of language teach*n materials has’ resulted from an
Wnoreaswngly exp’rclt recognition of the criteria’ emplovcd in
arrLVan at the peﬁa ogic structure’ and a deepening awaxcncss'
.of The nature of 1'an,r_;,uage 4s a consequence . of advances in
lidguistic science. The production of course books and < aourse .
materials is now more objectively undertalken and has a more
principled basis.than would have been true in the past. The
principles to be followed are set ouv in teachers' manuals and
in Yooks on methodolozy. They make reference to such noctions
as reiative simplicity, frequency, range, utility, contrastive
diffizulty, and so on. This still leaves room for the author
to exercise his 1nd1v1dualey, but he is unlikely to be thought
successful unless at the same time what he producas falis in -
- wWith these generaL]y accepted pr1n01ples

hoth the course oroducer and the teacher will usuailyv
identify the chunks in linguistic: terms and linpuistically
usvally means’ grammatically. - Sometimes a 1earn1ng un;t is
daveted to a partlcular pronunciation dlfficulty or o the:
anqu»sltlon of " Some: vocabulary items, but it is the grammat;c al
content that is' thought of as the core of a course and the
essence of learnlng a langua?e ‘is taken to be the learning of.
rus rammarn We- commonlv identify a partlcular lesson or part

" lesson by saying ~ "That's the lesson’ that deals with the
'igscrumental (or "The Perfective”, or "Second Conjugation
Verbs" ,..)." The same is the case whether we are concerned -

with modern or . traditional courses.. Although the forms of the
languags may be” distributed rather differently in the two cases
and 21t nougn the: mechcds used: may dlffer radlcally, an underlyLn
assumption’ is: shared - that is, that the’ learner 8 rask is*to ‘;
“he OV1nr1ra11V 1dent1f1@c with the’ mastery of’ the rrammetlcai
dcvmces‘cnat the lanpuage emwloysuf~ In this sense, therefor l
shink it is true’ to say: that-a large  'pr oportlon of langvage v
courC,» are based on a grammaclcal approach to 1anguagc beach-n .

Nhi]e it would be. absurd toﬂdeny that some” 1earners have
deveWDDed an - entlrely acceptable language piroficiency through
.COUTSESs” hav1ng an-essentially’ grammatical syllabus; there are
© grounds for thmklnn ‘that. such: an‘approach ‘is ‘not necessarily :

~ ihe ‘most’ effective in- at least some lanmuage learnlng's“tuatlons.*

In broad’terms the argumeént: is that the" grammatlcdl syllabus e

L»kus,LnsufflclenL accoant of the fact” that’ language 1is 2 means.
- of communiéation. Languages are not learned: for therr own, -
sakes -but ‘because " they enable the” learrer toecommunicate
somethlng to-others or to. comprehend what’ others themselves
“wish u06 communlcateg, ThlS 1nadequacy shows 1tse1f Jn a r”mber
- of dﬂf“erent wayse- : e :
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In the first place there are certain:linguistic shortcomings.
It is often not realised that even where an individual develops
a oractical mastery of the grammatical system, he does not
necessarily have the ability to exploit that mastery in actual
acts of communieation. This is because,the use of a sentence
and its grammatical meaning are by no means always the same thing.
A grammatically declarative sentence may be used as a question.
An 1nterrogative may act as an exclamation:

What are teachers for but to teach?

An imperative can be used for directions:

Take a 73 bus to Oxford Street .

, The learner may know the word warning, but does he know how To
warn? He may know the word.invitation, but does he know how to
invite? Ledrning has commonly stopped short at the grammatical
system 1tself without ensuring that the learner knows how to
apply this system. The assumption has. presumably been either
that the learner could work out the way ‘the grammatical system
was used for himself, or that use is much the same in all
. languages .(this is not often the case), or that use itself could
‘not be systematically learned. Whatever the reason, the result
is that learners who have gained some.fluency and accuracy
in their command of the prammatiCal system in the classroom find
‘ that they cannot transfer this ability into actual performance
in the -face of the communicatwve demands put .on them by real-:
?lifc s1tuations. v .

Another linguistic 001nt is that therc is often an
1nadequate mateh between the type of language that is taught
and that which will be .demanded by- the.uses to which the : -
‘learner will be putting. the 1anguage If the content .is identifled
in grammatical terms, there is a- tendency for. the learner to be
taken bit by bit through virtually the- ent1re grammatical system.

. Things are taught because they are there, not because they

" particularly suit the learner's needs. As a consequence some” ;
,0f what is learned is superfluous and the: learning process 1s'.‘;
' .thereby rendered less efficient.} ‘o -

, .One effect of a grammatical approach is that it is sentences
of . similar ‘structure that are brought together in any.one unit
rather than sentences having a high probability of co-occurrence
in real life. 1In natural-speech and writing.a.seguence of.
utterances will be structurally heterogeneous but. thematically
related: The sentences of many: courses are.- structuraliy related
but thematically heterogeneous. Whatever the method, therefore,
it would be difficult to make any claim of ' naturalness for =

~ the materials if the organisation was- bas1ca11y gramm?tical.

~N
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There 1s, therefore, an- 1ntr1ns1c artlflcﬁallcy in materlals
which have a grammatiéal specification. How far such
~artificiality impedes the process of learning is perhaps a.
matter for debate. However, it is possible to argue that the
learner cannot be expected t master the communicative use of
- sentences in real utterances; if he is exposed to those

sentences onlv under COPdlthHJ that obscure th' relatlonshlps
between sentences 1n natural speech : <

Whether Or not-the aPthlclallty is serijous from a g
11nguist1c point of view,.it-does illustrate why it is that the
learnsr's motivation is sustalned with dlfflcultv when a course
has ‘a-grammatical approach. It is not easy for the learner to
see what practical return there is going to be for. ‘his
investment in learning when what he is asked,no produce ‘and
listen to does not rssemble natural language #se. - He isiin
effect invited to suspend his critical faculties and accept
‘that all will come right in the end. He must be convinced :
that although he.:canmnot use what he is learning at the time, it
is contrlbutlng to a knowledge that he will eventually be able
“to use. Many, perhaps most, learners' are unable to maintain
their- motlvatlon in these cvrcumstances In any case it 1s
not uncommon for the .learner to be, in a- pos1t10n where he does
need to use the 1anvuagc even while he is in the process of'g,
learning it. The grammatlcal approach does not: prepare h1m
very well for this. \ : .

Swnce partlculacly in the case of adulcs, the 1earner :
frequently has a clear understand ing of.his purnose in learning
the language and a clear pvcture of the situations in which he
is likely to want to use it, his doubts as to the relevance of
what he is learning will be relnforced 1f ‘heis taught 1anguage
' that does not sult his. needs S o :

' It is. worth bear1n in- m1nd that 1anwuage 1earn1ng is now

. being undertaken by a 1arger proportion of the population than

- was ‘thHe case in the. past and 'that. this creates new conditions-
‘which we must meet by ‘changing our approaches to teachlng. _
Languages are. no. longer to be 1earnec by an.elitist group for .
whom favourable conditions have been created and who ‘Have = - .
‘recéived social’ support in their learning. .If it is true'that;
a grammatical approach has been successful with. some. learners,
it ,is'because .they were a privileged section of the population.
The game approaches are unlikely to be successful W1th the B
larger number of learners who do not bring the same avantages
with them %o the task of. 1earn3ng a ‘language. For them,::

" personal motlvatlon is 11ke1y to be a more important factor.

The design of courses, should aim to exploibt: and:sustain what:
motivation they’ have.- I this, a-major role can Be played by
the fact that what is bewng learned has evident value for the-

- purpose of - communicatlon Courses based on a grammatical
yllabus may well not” be efLectlve in. doing th1$

P



EES/Sy‘mposium 57,6 ook -

r"hese General arguments seem to aple Vﬂti partwcular ‘

strength to adult language learners.of the type we are concerned
with. BSome cf.them will previously have been. taught a foreign

,_1anguage as part of their general school- education, perhaps y;;
without great success. Others may not have had a type of
education that included foreign languages at aiiﬁ In -the
former case the learner will be looking for an approach to
language 1earn1ng that is' not simply a repetition of what he
experienced 'in school. He may. well associate a: grammatical
approach with a sterile and unduly academic idea .of education.
In the latter case the learner is likely to be 1ook1ng for a

. quick return tor his learning effort and may not have :
sufficlent understanding of the nature: of language:to see any -
benefit at all in grammatically organised learning. What both
will be looking for, whether consciously or unconsciously, is’
an approach that derives not from the target language itself .
but from their personal needs..- By needs is meant:'not only narrowly
professional needs, but social needs, leisure néeds and needs
arising from the importance of .the 1nd1v1dual developing his =~ .
personality to its full potential. Broadly speaking, these are
~the varied needs that arise from a perscn's desire to interact
with o»hers in a particular language community. wvery

. individual's needs will differ and a unit/credit system must

- be designed w1th sufficJent flexibility to ensure that whatever
the- 'nd1v1dua1 s interest in language 1earn1ng,\the system
caters for it.- The thesis of this paper is that, whereas a
grammatical approach to language teaching cannot cater for 1t
what we. may call a communicative approach can, '

A communicative approach asks essentially two questions
What are the types of language interaction in which the -
individual is going to engage and'with what purpose? This goes
beyond asking what' the situations are in which che individual
will find himself needing the language, although situational
dimon ions are 1mportaqi as we shall see. ,;"

Whereas the grammatical approach derives a teaching :
programme  from the. form that utterances have in a particular
language, .the communicative approach is concerned essentially
with the content of utterances.: The descriptions of
grammarians and linguists have: -over the centuries provided us-
with a language for talking about -language.form. We lack an
equivalent meta-language for ‘talking about+its content. As a .
starting-point, therefore; we need a set of categories in terms"
of which we can identify a learner's language needs. As-a result
of such an analysis a set of objectives. can be spe01f1ed from
which a teaohing programme can be derived. " In my paper The' -
lipsuistic and situational content of the ¢ommon core in a . unit -
credit system (CCC/EES (72) 67) 1 have attempied to put. forward -
a framework.of categories which could be used in making.such an
analysis. The categories can be broadly divided into two types.

"v .7
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The first are those which. can be used in defining what might be
called the informational content of utterances, such as Time,
Quantity and Space. In general the c tegories in this section
are expressed in most (Indc-)“Europeaﬂ Bnguages by means gf the

' grammatical categories with which all of HS'arg,very‘famillar,
‘The second are useful in defining the 'social, fimction of \
utterances or of parts of utterances. There are broad categories
such as Modality, Suasion and Emotional Relations and, within .
these, sub-categories such as possibility, suggestion and
sympathy. : : \

Any teaching programme is the result 'of a process. of ,
limitation. From all that might possibly be presented to the '
learner a certain limited amount is chosen for actual learning.
The prrocedure to be followed with-this framework, therefore, is
to select from -among the many possibilities that it offers :
those communicative prodesses in which the given learner or, .
more likely, class of learhers -is likely to engage. Depending

. on which of the many language learning situations one envisages,
an appropriate list of language functions can be drawn up. If
we envisage the tourist, the list will, no dcubt,  include.among,

-many others elementary notions' of time. and place and communicative

functions such.as requesting, seeking information and following
directions. If we seek to meet the language needs .of the

. . ° [ university scientist we shall have to include ‘categories of-

: "’ "rational enguiry and exposition such as deduction, hypothesis
and cause. -If'we were to. .seek to provide a minimal communicative
ability for immigrant workers who would be learning the language .

in the country where it is normally spoken, wé would ask what
are the common and important 'social interactions in which they

- engage and .what -their linguistic functions in these interactions
are. They can then be provided with a rudimentary “"grammar" to
meet these needs and the:grammar will be a wholly relevant one,
because it has been derived: in the first place from'the kinds K -

G

- of communication involved..

. Any une of tha catagories‘inwthe.notiohalvframework~will
have many different linguistic realisations. - -There are many

- different ways of expressing agreement, requests, surprise, .
future time and so on. A%t this point situational considerations
become-important;'_Indeedjsituational_dimensions have already
been ‘introduced into thé three examples above. The tourist-
needs. to follow directions rather than to give them. In some

. cases the scientist will need to: recognise” rather than produce

; language. To go further, some may be . coricerned with spoken,

"“others with written language. There is the exact. nature of
the relationships between the- participants ‘in The language

. situation, leading perhi:ps to greater or.lesser formality.
Eactors such as these often condition the precise. form in which
a message.is expressed. By bearing in mind what is to be -
-expressed and-asking under what situational conditions it is to
be expressed, one can arrive at the particular linguistic form
that the learner is to acquire. From the cotal 'set of messages
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or message-types that are predicted for any group of learners
a set. of linguistic forms-is derived which constitutes the input
to the constructlon of teaching materials and thereby to the
learner. We can describe this procedure as a communlcatlve
~approach to'syllabus- constructlon, because, although the forms
to be learned can still-be identified in grammatical terms,
they are derived in the rfi rst instance from an analysis of the
communlcatlve acts in whﬂch che learner can be exnected to

j engage. S S - : @

Nothing has been said so far about the lexical content of
a language syllabus. The notional categories that I have . 4
proposed will do little %o Spec:fy the lexical content On the
other hand situational considerations may be more important, .
since both the physical situdtions and the fields of act1v1ty S
envisaged for any group of learners may predetermine-a good
deal of the vocabulary that they will need - There will also:
often be a need for a more general vocabulary, one that is )
non-situational or can be: used where there is no consistency in
the fields of act1V1ty or situations which are env1saged for the
learner. 1In such a case a core vocapulary such as that. provided
in Dr. van Ek's paper (CCC/EES (72) "72). could wall be incorporated

) nto a ba81cally notlonal or communlcatlve syllabus.‘

1t would be as well to- aanowledﬂe two ‘aspects of these ‘

suggestions where caution is necessary.. The first relates to the

. present state of our Imowledge. We are ignorant -about the way

. in which many of the. listed cateiories are actually realised .in
many Furopean languages. We have very little objective evidence-
about how people actually express .most of the communicative
functions listed in the second part (pp. 15 = 23). of my paperu

"~ We can intuit fairly well some of the means that are employed. .
‘but we have little. objective ev1dence of how widely and how !
frequently thesz means are used; nor can we- have; any idea of
vhat other devices spealkers may regularly call upon. - We must -
not imagine that we can obtaln most of what we Want to know by
swmple 1ntrospect10n. : : . . :

A" second p01nt that is most 1mportant w1Lh regard o the
-teachwng and learning . of language and which may no% be’ - 7
satlsfactorlly résolved untvl we know more, about the .way in
vhich these categories are realised in real communicatlon is
that we have to avoid;the dangef of learning materlals
Qegeneratlng infto- uomethlng resembllng phrase-books - Whatever.
is.learned must have a conswderable degree of generallsablllty
or else what. is learned will be decidedly fragmentary. -This
could very well mean that the more generallsable consbtructions
will be preferred to the" less’ generallsable and th.:t this 'is a
pedagogic crlterlon to onerate along51de the crlterla already
mentioned. Certainly I think it.is. 1mportant that the
grammatical content: of the. 1earn3n0 materlals should be generallsed
beyond the context 1n whlch they are acLually 1ntroduced :

e '-',;, o -;_. SERRErS /-
.
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The first of these doubts can be met by giving greater
prominence to natural language materials, that is, materials
"that lave not been specially’written. for the learner, than is,
normally the case. In this way authenticitiy is assured and it~
has the added advantage that the learner is familiarised with
the experience of being exposed to spoken and written. language
under normal conditions of use. The second point can largely

. be met by exercising due care in the construction of syllabuses
and materials. . S ‘ :

. Tiie advantages of the communicative apnproach are largely
: implicit in what hes already been said. In the first place, we
are forced to consider the communicative value of everything
that we teach. We do not teach something simply because it is
there. Ve do if, because we increase the learner's communicative
capacity thereby and we do it in a way that is directly relevant
to his or her own interests in learning the language. We have
the means to describe the communication needs of diffepent
types of language learner, whether these needs are of a general
or a more specialised character. The prioritiess of a course
are determined by the nature of the acts of communlcatlun in
which the 1earner .can be exoected to partlcloate.

The 1anmuage ao:lltv'that ig develoo;d 4‘hrouoh such an.
approach is a communicative ahility. It does not stop short at
a grammatical competence and yet w1tn1p it is subsumed a -

grammatical competence. It therefore fTakes account of the fact
that a grammatical knowledge of language though necessary is not
sufficient to enable communication to take place efficiently.
In this respect it meets.a’ frequently hea rd ciriticism of
0rammar-baeed COUrses. R R
! : i ' .

A communicative approach is superior to a situational
approach because utterancee are ultimately determined by the
intentions of the .speaker not by the situations in which he
finds himself. It can handle both those-types of language
avent where situational features are closely relatcd,tc tqc,
language produced and those where the observable situation
is. in no way a factor in determlnLn5 thr 1apguage that is
produced :

From thi 1eafner‘s D01nt of view . uhe advantare 1s uhat
he can see from the beginning in what way the. things that he
is learning relate to-the need that he has or will have for the
language when he is obliged to eommunlcatc through it. His
‘ . sabisfaction will be the greater because hie will he able to
Fo see the practical benefit of what he is doing. In any case. if,
: as sometimes happens, he does nzed to use the language from the
very early stages of his learning expcrlcnce,‘ne,lu_muoh more
‘likely to-achieve a succesoful'communicatlop than would be. the
case with a grammatical approach, where the benefits are mostly
long~term. The ‘learner's motivation, therefore, is likely.to
' bc much more readily sustained. 1
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In a unit/credit system based on such an approach, the units
would be identified in.notional/situational terms. A further .
advantage of this approach would stem from the fact that the
labels used to do this would not be unfamiliar To the-language
learner himself. Much of the language used to specify the
- content is of an everyday kind. It is relatively non-~technical.
iYhen asked whether he wants to .learn to request. information, to
apologise, to express gratitude in the target language, he will
-find an answer much eqsier to arrive at than if he is asked
whether he wants to learn the passive. As a result there is_
the possibility of the learner identifying his own learning
objectives and of selecting for himself what is relevant in the -
unit/credit system. This suggests a degree of freedom for the
learner that 1anguage courses have rarely, if ever, offered.



